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Sikh Studies and Beyond

While this book certainly is a tour de force in

its analysis and representation of the history of

the Sikh tradition, it would be an intellectual

disservice to the work and an inappropriate

limitation of its scope and potential impact to

define it solely within the domain of ‘Sikh

studies’. The book indeed is not about Sikhism

alone, although it gives essential, beautiful

and transformative readings and renderings of

Sikh thought and practice and a crucial

historical account of its formation. These

challenge fundamental axioms about Sikhism

within both scholarly and popular contexts

and demand a change in how the Sikh tradi-

tion must be configured. Beyond this, how-

ever, the book is also about the idea of religion

itself, and in this context, how Sikhism came

to be Sikh-ism � and how it could (and in the

author’s view, should) come to be something

else/more. Thus, while challenging our idea of

‘Sikhism’, the book is also more about sikhi

(or as commonly rendered in English, Sikhism)

as a system of thought, belief and practice

than many books with that as their singular

subject. And it is also about ‘religion’ in the

largest sense.

With this double movement, this shift in

subject and scope, we get a glimpse of the

disparate � and yet intimately related � spaces

occupied by this book, its grand sweep and
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movements of sometimes dizzying height. The

space traversed is vast and comprehensive,

and the issues addressed urgent in their

relevance not only to contemporary theory

and historical understanding, but to our mo-

ment as lived in a most general, most visceral

sense. Indeed, Mandair explicitly demands

that we undo the assumption of the universal

vs. the particular, referring to the Sikh tradi-

tion not just as example, but as source of a

universal that has profound import for the

project of moving from the neocolonial to

the postcolonial, and for a re-understanding of

the politics of possibility in such being.

This book is thus also not just about post-

colonial theory, although certainly it is that

too, and as such is a masterful assessment of the

genealogy of colonial regimes of knowledge

and how they have borne down historically,

and bear down today, on both the formerly

colonized world and ‘the West’. The book is

at its core a history of ideas, finely tuned

and historically grounded. It reveals the genesis

of our intellectual and political moment out

of the colonial encounter and its attendant

regimes of meaning. Mandair explores the

ontotheological nature of such regimes, which

rely on a culturally specific configuration of

being and transcendence, whereby, in the Sikh

case, ‘all propositions and statements on the

Sikh religion were automatically rerouted

through the question concerning the existence

of God as the ground for rational thinking’

(191). The book is also a history in traditional

historiographical senses: a history of colonial

power, the formation of modern regimes of

knowledge, and of cultural change. The careful

philosophical and historiographical work

undertaken in this book � rare in its scope

and ambition � speaks to the urgent need

for this kind of engagement of the theoretical

and the empirical�historical in concert. The

book is thus a history of ideas that engages

with the multiple interactions, exclusions

and forms of power that constitute a ‘conver-

sion to modernity’ � South Asian, Sikh and

European � around the central node of ‘reli-

gion’, as both an idea and a judgement. Van

der Veer’s Imperial Encounters (2001) Gauri

Viswanathan’s Outside the Fold (1998) and

only a few other books have tried to excavate a

similar field, to account for the production of

the modern with attention to both European

and South Asian forms of knowledge. Such

scope is difficult to manage, and Mandair

does this with force and remarkable ease,

weaving a historical account of knowledge

formation about/in South Asia with an under-

standing of how Derridian and Lacanian for-

mulations of language, power and the political

must impinge on a reading of Sikh tradition �
and its construction as ‘religion’.

One aspect of the book’s engagement with

the postcolonial is its direct address of the

question of dialogue (chapter 1), where the

question of translation emerges fully � and

persists as a central problematic in the book �
as not only a theoretical tool, but as a part of a

fine historical assessment of the way elites in

South Asia were forced to accede to regimes of

translation in which English held sway. The

book thus works through the composition of a

way of thinking, a way of speaking, and of the

subjectivity produced through such speaking.

It also excavates the ontology of language such

subjectivity relies upon, in a ‘dialogue’ oc-

cluded by colonial power. In this Mandair not

only demonstrates how contemporary philo-

sophical engagement with language must im-

pinge on our understanding of the colonial

period in South Asia in historical terms, but

also addresses a range of historiographical

works on South Asia concerned with the

relative influence of colonialism in the con-

struction of South Asian cultural forms and

forms of subjectivity (see Murphy 2009).
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Hegel, not surprisingly, emerges in the work as

a central figure in the formulation of the

category of ‘the West’ and its others, and the

embedding of a Christian-centric perspective

in ‘secular’ study, and particularly Indology as

a field (111, 116). Mandair also describes

how Hegelian ontotheological schemata con-

tinue to haunt contemporary theory. Indeed,

the work is a history of theory itself, and

the deeply historical relationship between

India and Europe in the constitution of it.

This includes the persistent presence of South

Asian religions from Hegel to Žižek as car-

icature (412), and the construction of that

stereotyped religious subjectivity as that which

must be left behind to make the West (409).

Indeed, European cultural theory has always

developed its own idea of itself through the use

of India and ‘the East’ (126, 412 ff.). The book,

then, is essential for those interested in the

history of theory, as well as how theory must

inform historical understanding.

At the core of the book is also an important

critique of the field of the history of religions.

Mandair skilfully deconstructs the category of

religion and its attendant assumptions as part

of a regime of translation that forces the

adoption of a subjectivity that denies South

Asian heteronomy (418, 420) and the com-

plexity of premodern cultures (414). Mandair

argues persuasively for ‘undecidability’ in

translating religion (424), and the need for

making apparent the power dynamics deter-

mining the process of translation in thinking

‘religion’. The critique of McLeod in these

terms is trenchant, excavating how McLeod’s

analysis of Sikh belief inscribes a particular

notion of religion and an attendant theo-

logy as the core of Sikhism (282 ff.). This

provides a succinct example of the enactment

of an ontotheological frame that demands

that a thing that is a ‘religion’ demonstrate a

specific notion of transcendence that is cultu-

rally specific to western European Christian

tradition � and is secularized within the know-

ledge formations of the humanities in the

university today, in the hands of McLeod

and others (162 and elsewhere). The under-

standing of ‘religion’ that Mandair explores �
where religio remains untranslatable, drawing

on Derrida’s formulation � is meant to estab-

lish a ‘critical space that allows one to think at

the limits of established pedagogical disci-

plines, as well as to a critical subjectivity

that is more attuned to the task of creating

a postcolonial and postnationalist global dia-

sporic Sikh imaginary’ (207). More could be

said about this imaginary, particularly with

reference to politics (see below).

Yet, while the work critiques the history of

religions as a field, it is at the same time itself

very much a history. A history of theory itself,

as noted, as well as of the study of religion,

and of the mutual constitution of the West

and the non-West. It is also a history in more

general terms: an intimate history of the

production of South Asian and western modes

of modernity as deeply tied. In this way, it

must bring together a lengthy discussion of

Hegel and Schelling with analysis of the

production of Sikh theology as an enactment

of a colonial frame. The sections on Hegel are

lengthy, but central to demonstrating how a

particular regime of knowledge continues to

form scholarly modes of engagement with the

former colonized world. Mandair indeed

means to undermine the history that is known:

‘the West’s sense of historical difference, far

from being historical, actually represses the

historical. It is a manifestation of the putative

unity of the West that is not in time’ (428).

This is a history of Europe, and of India, and

of the Sikhs, to recover a ‘repressed colonial

memory’ (434), towards a re-understanding of

Sikh thought in its most elemental � and

revolutionary � senses. And this reassessment
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of Sikh thought is meant to speak to all.

Mandair also intervenes importantly in more

traditional historical debates related to the

Sikh tradition. He thus argues that the articu-

lation of Sikh identity in the colonial period

must be understood not as invention, as was

most famously argued by Richard Fox (1985),

but as a product of a larger change in the logic

of identity overall in the period (236). More

might be said to characterize the pre-colonial

period, particularly the crucial eighteenth

century and the transition from the human,

embodied Guru-period to that governed by

the text-as-Guru, but clearly the book does

enough in its current form (264�5). The same

must be said about how the history of Islam in

Punjab should be accounted for in the forma-

tions of Sikh thought (and the genealogy of the

idea of ‘religion’). Again, however, the book is

ambitious enough in its scope at present, and

future work will need to address this impor-

tant additional frame for the idea of ‘religion’.

Mandair ends his book with gestures of

‘hope’, turning to a past that is not a past, but

a being-in-time that challenges the ontotheol-

ogy that he argues � carefully and at length �
has formed our engagement both intellectually

and pragmatically with the colonial and that

which has followed. He gestures therefore

towards the ‘spectral politics of the post-

colonial’ (435), a place of ‘mutual haunting’

(435) such that any division between West

and East is a phantom that hinders alterna-

tives. Mandair’s view of a different kind

of pluralism (425) is reminiscent of Partha

Chatterjee’s (1993) argument for a different

‘India’, marked by the fragment, denying the

central and the simply national. Several terms

Mandair uses are somewhat slippery, perhaps

as an effort to articulate this space of possibi-

lity. The ‘political’, for Mandair, serves in the

most general of senses, defined at one point as

that which engages ‘with time, the world, and

other(s), rather than a reproduction of eternity

that fosters a mimetic reproduction of self’

(334). He excavates the politics of the separa-

tion of the religious from the political, and in

creating this space leaves vaguely drawn

contours of the political, to allow (it would

seem) for its myriad forms. I invite him to tell

us more. His representation of sovereignty is

also somewhat vague � he speaks of moving

‘beyond the notion of sovereignty associated

with the nationalist imaginary, toward a

notion of sovereignty that is, paradoxically,

free of itself’ (333, emphasis his), but those

who wish for him to make a more concrete

comment about issues related to the vexed

question of Sikh sovereignty need to look

elsewhere. Perhaps he could elaborate on the

sovereign here.

The book is beautifully written and clearly

explicated. This latter feature is essential,

given the book’s density of thought and

breadth. The book’s length is indeed a product

of its clarity: Mandair could have taken

shortcuts, assumed readerships, and reached

out less to more of us, in different fields. He

does not do this. In so doing he creates a

readable and understandable (but lengthy)

work that addresses fundamental questions

of interpretation, politics and history. It is

essential reading in the fields of South Asian

and Sikh studies, postcolonial studies and

contemporary theory. Indeed, it is in the

most general terms about the achievement of

a critical intellectual purchase on our world,

born of colonial forces that continue to

configure it. A shorter book might be a more

comfortable read; it would have sacrificed

much in clarity and ambition. Perhaps not

all books need to be easily read.

ANNE MURPHY

UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA, CANADA

# Anne Murphy
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..........
Responding to Ghosts, or Religion-

Making and the Limits of Academic

Demonology .........
Religion, in the singular? Response: ‘Religion is

the response.’ (Derrida 1996)

At a recent seminar sponsored by the Reli-

gious Studies Program at the University of

California at Davis, I was given a gorgeous

glossy folder filled with well-designed flyers

and pamphlets explaining the ‘Hindu reli-

gion’. The press kit was developed and dis-

tributed by the Hindu American Foundation

(HAF), a well-funded group that describes

itself as ‘an advocacy group providing a

progressive voice for over two million Hindu

Americans’. Reading through the packet, I

was struck by the sophisticated strategies they

used to transform and translate the category

of religion and, more specifically, by their deft

transmutation of the so-called invention of

Hinduism. It has long been recognized by the

academic community that none of the ancient

languages of the South Asian subcontinent has

a word for religion, nor is the identity marker

‘Hindu’ of considerable age. What distin-

guishes HAF’s formulation is their selective

redaction of components of that thesis. On the

one hand, they mobilize arguments about the

absence of a centralized interpretative com-

munity or institutional basis in order to claim

the space of objectivity, asserting that HAF ‘is

not affiliated with any religious or political

organizations or entities’. At the same time,

they reframe this decentralization as the con-

stitutive core of the Hindu tradition, allowing

them to claim that Hinduism is the most

tolerant and pluralistic of religions. ‘While

tolerance and pluralism are valued by many

religions, these concepts are the very essence

of Hinduism . . . over their vast history,

Hindus have never invaded another land in

the name of religion . . . which has provided

the ideal environment for peaceful coexistence

and prosperity for at least eight major reli-

gions’ (HAF 2010a).

Interpretative moves like this have become

commonplace in our global present, but scho-

lars have tended to approach them as either

misplaced nostalgia unworthy of comment or

as insidious forms of cultural imperialism

promoting religious violence. Failing to under-

stand the generative logics that have made

such formulations commonplace, we not only

fail to hear these postcolonial voices, we also

abandon any space that could enable respon-

sible critical engagement. By contrast, Arvind

Mandair’s recent book, Religion and the

Specter of the West: Sikhism, India, Postcolo-

niality, and the Politics of Translation, offers a

more nuanced method for understanding and

engaging groups like HAF. In both its breadth

and its style, Religion and the Specter of the

West is dizzying. The work is not so much a

series of theses or historical excursions as it is a

transformative experience, which is less than

surprising when we learn Mandair’s ‘primary

intellectual debt’ is to Jacques Derrida (xvii).
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